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Abstract 
The purpose of the current study was to present preliminary results of an impact study of school climate and bullying in Ontario, 
Canada, following the adoption of Bill 13 – The Accepting Schools Act. Student perceptions of school climate and bullying were 
examined on the basis of two variables: the perception of elementary and secondary school students in regards to the school 
climate as well as their perceptions of their lived bullying behaviours in their schools. The goal was to present individual 
viewpoints (in this first phase, the students), as to their participation in the school setting as well as whether they have been 
affected by bullying. More specifically, this study examined how students felt in regards to school climate and bullying 
behaviours that could occur in their schools, in the wake of Bill 13.  
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1. Introduction 
Bullying amongst peers is a problematic issue that concerns schools around the globe. The devastating impact of 
bullying on young lives has caused this issue to be at the forefront of educational policy development and 
implementation. Student examinations of the school climate and reports of lived bullying behaviours are often 
utilized as the basis for bullying prevention and intervention measures undertaken in school settings. Over the years, 
in fact, administrators, teachers, and other professionals who interact with students have increasingly attempted to 
promote and implement legislature to target bullying prevention and intervention endeavours in schools by studying 
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student reports of bullying behaviours through school climate surveys. The purpose of the current study was to 
present the preliminary results, namely the quantitative results of a mixed-methods study pertaining to student 
perceptions of school climate and lived bullying behaviours. 
1.1. Ontario Bullying Intervention and Prevention 
The nature of bullying prevention and intervention endeavours in Ontario, Canada, has evolved significantly 
throughout the years. In 2009, a whole-school progressive discipline approach was put into action. Progressive 
discipline focuses on promoting positive student behaviour while preventing unacceptable behaviour, providing 
early intervention as well as appropriate consequences according to the context of bullying situations. Recently, the 
Ontario Ministry of Education (OME) has adopted Bill 13 – The Accepting Schools Act (ASA), which has 
influenced the nature of measures undertaken by school boards to counter bullying. The ASA provides a legal 
framework for countering school bullying which is, as mentioned, consistent with the progressive discipline agenda. 
Consequently, every school board in Ontario and, by extension, every school, is required to have in place a bullying 
prevention and intervention policy. The Ontario Ministry of Education has since published PPM 144 (OME, 2012) 
as a model policy and framework that school boards must respect in their individual policy development. One of the 
requirements of this model policy is for every school in Ontario to administer school climate surveys for students, 
parents, teachers, administrators and other adults who interact with students in school. As school boards oversee the 
governance of groupings of schools that vary in terms of their geographical location, religious orientation (catholic 
or public) as well as language (French or English), they are given flexibility in adapting PPM 144 to their individual 
needs. This study examines the state of affairs of bullying in French language Ontario schools from the students’ 
perspectives by utilizing school climate survey data obtained from some Ontario school boards.  
 
1.2 Conceptual Framework 
 
1.2.1. School Climate 
 
The connection between the school climate and the prevalence of bullying behaviours in schools is widely 
established by research (Coloroso, 2010; Debardieux et al., 2012). This viewpoint is shared by the Ontario Ministry 
of Education (OME, 2009a; 2012), which considers that the notion of the school climate refers to the quality of lived 
experiences, namely the way that the school code of conduct is applied in the school environment and the extent of 
student participation in the school setting. This could entail goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and 
learning practices and the organizational structure of school life. It should be noted that the school climate survey 
utilized in the current study (OME, 2009b) considers the following elements: whether students feel safe and well-
treated at school; their perceived cause of mistreatment where applicable; their feelings of belonging to the school 
community; and finally, their global perception of the school environment. In sum, the term ‘school climate’ is often 
utilized to discuss all aspects of the school environment and considers bullying prevention and intervention from a 
whole-school perspective.  
 
1.2.2 Bullying and Bullying Behaviours 
 
In order to understand student perceptions of the bullying behaviours that they experience, it is important to 
briefly define what constitutes bullying, and how it is discerned from other aggressive behaviours. While there is no 
consensus from the scientific community as to a universal definition of this phenomenon, there is some agreement in 
terms of its general characteristics. Researchers have, for example, commonly identified bullying as occurring in 
interpersonal relationships, and involving an imbalance of power between the individuals involved (Coloroso, 2010; 
Rigby, 2008). Moreover, Olweus (1993), a pioneer bullying researcher, sustains that bullying typically involves 
negative actions repeated over time, though that stance has come under scrutiny with the onset of cyberbullying and 
the impact of isolated harmful acts, especially when they occur online and are, to date, nearly impossible to 
eradicate (Roberge, 2012; Shariff, 2008).   
Researchers additionally identify different types of bullying behaviours, including physical bullying (hitting, 
damaging or stealing property), verbal bullying (threats, offensive comments), relational bullying(spreading 
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rumours, excluding someone from a group), cyber-bullying (using technology or social media as a means to bully) 
or bullying for reasons or religion, ethnicity, culture, socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, and various other real 
or perceived differences (Olweus, 1993; Rigby, 2008; Roberge, 2012). Rigby (2008) indicates that verbal bullying is 
the most frequently reported form of bullying, closely followed by physical or relational bullying. He notes that 
cyberbullying is increasingly reported, and that a Canadian study uncovered the fact that approximately 25% of 
students had reported having been victims of cyberbullying. 
The prevalence of bullying in schools typically varies considerably and is therefore difficult to generalize 
(Rigby, 2008). The Canadian Institute of Health Research (2012) reports that as many as one in three students state 
that they have been victims of bullying. Studies have commonly shown that bullying is at its highest point during the 
junior/intermediate grades (between grades 4 to 10), which is attributed to the transition between divisions that 
necessitates the navigation between different peer groups (Swearer, Espelage & Napolitano, 2009). Furthermore, 
research has shown that bullying between peers occurs most frequently at school, namely on the way to and from 
school or in areas such as hallways, staircases, cafeteria, in the schoolyard, or other areas where there is little or no 
adult supervision (Blaya, 2003; Coloroso, 2010; St-Germain, 2003). 
The reporting of bullying behaviours is another notable dimension that was examined in the school climate 
surveys administered in the current study. Numerous studies have indicated that a significant amount of bullying 
that occurs in schools is unreported (Hanish & Guerra, 2000; Mishna & Alaggia, 2005; Safe@School Provincial 
Initiative, 2012). The reasons for not reporting an incident of bullying could include the fear of reprisal, the belief 
that no action will be taken, or, in the case of cyberbullying, the fear of losing access to technological privileges 
(Coloroso, 2010: Safe@School Provincial Initiative, 2012). In support, Dubet (1997) indicates that, in terms of lived 
experiences at school, many students perceive that the bullying that they have experienced would be or has been 
underestimated by adults in the school setting. Some studies have shown that a substantial number of students 
witness bullying without intervening (Pepler, Craig, O’Connell, Atlas & Charach, 2004), but that when peer 
intervention occurs the bullying is likelier to cease (Carra, 2009). In this case, peers play a significant role in 
bullying incidents by having the power to reinforce the role of the victim or of the aggressor (Pepler, Craig, 
O’Connell, Atlas & Charach, 2004). 
 
1.3 Method 
 
In order to collect data from participants, a School Climate Survey (OME, 2009b) developed by the Ontario 
Ministry of Education and regionally adapted was utilized. The survey employs a sliding scale where respondents 
must note their degree of appreciation of a series of levels for calibrated criteria. The survey also contains open 
questions. The information gathered on the surveys was regrouped into categories that were most representative of 
the literature findings presented in the previous section. The interpretation of data was conducted in a holistic 
perspective and considered that what is perceived, felt, lived by students is important and revelatory in examining 
the school climate and the presence of school bullying.  
Two French language school boards in Ontario provided their school climate survey student data for the 
purposes of this study, which resulted in survey responses from 32 elementary schools and 8 secondary schools, and 
amounted to 3073 individual student responses. The process of collecting data from student participants is 
noteworthy. Some administrators strove for 100% participation of students in their schools. As such, students who 
were absent on the day that the surveys were administered were surveyed upon their return. Moreover, prior to 
completing the school climate surveys, most students participated in an information session in order to better grasp 
the definition of bullying, to understand the different types of bullying that exist, and to discern bullying from other 
behaviours such as teasing or naturally occurring conflict between peers. The final result was 87.27% participation 
in one school board, and 100% student participation in the other.  
 
1.4. Results 
 
1.4.1. Student Perceptions of the School Climate 
 
The results of the quantitative phase of this study present student perceptions of the quality of the school climate 
in terms of their lived experiences at school. Table 1 tabularizes, more specifically, how students feel they are 
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treated at school, whether they feel comfortable at school, their perception of the way that rules, regulations and 
school codes of conduct are applied, as well as their perception of the cause of being mistreated when it occurs, as 
well as their global appreciation of the school climate.   
 
Table I. Mean Percentages of Student Perceptions of School Climate Characteristics 
 
1.1 Feeling Safe at School Grades 4-6 (Junior) Grades 7-12 
(Intermediate/Senior) 
Students who generally feel safe at school, who generally enjoy being at 
school and who feel that the learning environment is generally pleasant. 
 
91 
 
94 
Students who generally feel welcome at school  
88 
 
 
89 
Students who generally feel that they are treated fairly by adults in their 
school 
 
89 
 
88 
Students who generally feel that the student code of conduct/policy is 
applied equitably in their school 
 
88 
 
88 
1.2. Feeling Unsafe or Mistreated at School 
 
Grades 4-6 (Junior) Grades 7-12 
(Intermediate/Senior) 
Students who feel uneasy or mistreated at school 42 38 
 
1.3. Perception of the Cause of Mistreatment Grades 4-6 (Junior) Grades 7-12 
(Intermediate/Senior) 
Physical appearance (ex. physical disability, etc.)  
43 
 
56 
Language   
10 
 
10 
Culture and race/aboriginal roots  
14 
 
18 
Religious beliefs  
9 
 
10.8 
1.4 Global Appreciation of the School Climate Grades 4-6 (Junior) Grades 7-12 
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(Intermediate/Senior) 
 
Always feels well at school  
 
 
45 
 
41 
Often feels well at school  
 
 
41 
 
43 
Sometimes feels well at school 
 
 
12 
 
13 
Never feels well at school  
 
 
2 
 
2 
 
1.4.2. Student Perceptions of Bullying Behaviors in their School 
 
The next section of the school climate survey studied student perception of the prevalence and of the different 
facets of bullying incidents and of their strategies for reacting to bullying either as victims of as witnesses of 
bullying. Table 2 represents student perceptions of the bullying that they perceive to experience at school. 
 
Table II.  Mean Percentages of Student Perceptions of Extent of School Bullying Behaviors 
 
2.1 Prevalence and Forms of Bullying – Victims of 
Bullying 
 
 
Grades 4-6 (Junior) 
 
Grades 7-12 (Intermediate/Senior) 
Physical Bullying : 
a)  never 
b) once or twice  
c) regularly  
d) unaware of having been victimized  
 
 
66 
19 
5 
7 
 
 
81 
11 
3 
5 
Verbal Bullying : 
a)  never 
b) once or twice  
c) regularly  
d) unaware of having been victimized 
 
 
50 
32 
12 
6 
 
 
61 
23 
10 
5 
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Social Bullying : 
a)  never 
b) once or twice  
c) regularly  
d) unaware of having been victimized 
 
 
 
66 
30 
6 
8 
 
 
71 
17 
7 
6 
Cyberbullying 
a)  never 
b) once or twice  
c) regularly  
d) unaware of having been victimized 
 
 
 
82 
6 
2 
9 
 
 
83 
8 
3 
6 
Did not witness bullying  
45 
 
46.6 
2.2 Reactions to Bullying  
Did not report the bullying  
 
 
21 
 
28 
Reported to school principal/ vice-principal 
 
 
16 
 
15 
Reported to a teacher 
 
 
30 
 
15 
Reported to another staff member  
 
 
29 
 
12 
Reported to his/her parents 
 
 
34 
 
27 
Reported to a peer 
 
 
41 
 
41 
2.3 Witnessing Bullying   
Grades 4-6 
 
Grades 7-12 
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Witnessed bullying 
 
 
55 
 
54 
2.4 Areas where Bullying Occurs    
Grades 4-6 (Junior) 
 
Grades 7-12 (Intermediate/Senior) 
 
On the school bus  
 
 
12 
 
8 
Upon arriving/leaving school grounds 
 
 
5 
 
4 
In the classroom 
 
 
10 
 
8 
In hallways 
 
 
7 
 
8 
In restrooms 
 
 
7 
 
5 
In the gymnasium or change rooms 
 
 
10 
 
9 
In the school yard 
 
 
19 
 
7 
In the cafeteria  
 
 
2 
 
5 
 
1.5. Interpretation of Results 
 
The objective of the Ontario Ministry of Education’s (2009b) School Climate Survey is to gather information 
from schools in terms of equity and inclusive education. The first section of the survey examined how students feel 
at school, whether they feel accepted and comfortable during activities and while participating in sports or clubs 
within their schools.  
 
1.5.1. School Climate 
 
1.5.1.1. Positive Elements of the School Climate 
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The viewpoints gathered largely suggest that students have an extremely favourable appreciation of the quality 
of their school life and of the welcoming climate of their school. They indicate that they feel well, or mostly feel 
well in their school in general and in the classroom. As such, school appears to be a welcoming place where they 
feel safe everywhere in the school environment. Furthermore, students maintain that they feel that they are treated 
equitably by adults and confirm that the school code of conduct is applied fairly. This validation of the school and of 
the adults who intervene amongst students is present for both younger students and senior students. Conversely, the 
perception of a positive school climate such as in the current study has been identified as potentially serving as a 
safeguard barrier against bullying behaviours, and could also reduce stress and enhance academic performance 
(Loukas, Suzuki & Horton, 2006; Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2010). This would suggest that reports 
of bullying behaviours should be relatively low, as was the case in the current study. 
 
1.5.1.2. Limitations of the School Climate 
 
A certain proportion of students do not share the general favourable opinion of the school climate, but rather 
express sometimes feeling mistreated at school. The reason that is most frequently evoked to explain the cause of 
mistreatment is their physical appearance. Language, culture, race and religious beliefs are evoked in a minor 
proportion. Extant research confirms personality traits of victims and perpetrators of bullying, as well as the victim’s 
reaction to the bullying, as common reasons for bullying (Coloroso, 2010; Rigby, 2008; Zapf & Einarsen, 2011). 
This finding must be interpreted with caution and does not suggest that students who report feeling mistreated are 
necessarily automatically victims of bullying. Mistreatment could include perceiving that teachers are not listening 
to them, feeling judged without knowing the reason, or generally feeling mistreated without attributing a definite 
cause to these feelings.  
 
1.5.1.3. Global Appreciation of the School Climate 
 
In order to globally apprehend the multiplicity of facets of the school climate as perceived by the students, the 
surveys also sought to determine the students’ global appreciation of their school. Results suggest that a significant 
majority of students have a highly favourable appreciation of the school climate. Past studies of this nature have 
shown varied student perceptions of their school climate (Loukas, Suzuki, & Horton, 2006; Safe@School Provincial 
Initiative, 2012).   
 
1.5.2. Student Perceptions of Lived Bullying Behaviours 
 
Following a detailed presentation of types and forms of bullying, the second portion of the school climate survey 
represents student perceptions of the prevalence of bullying in their school. 
 
1.5.2.1. Victim Experiences of Prevalence and Types of Lived Bullying 
 
The most frequently reported types of bullying experienced by students since the beginning of the school year 
are, from most to least reported, as follows: verbal bullying, physical bullying, social bullying and cyberbullying. 
Safe@School Provincial Initiative (2012) reports that verbal bullying is generally the most common type of bullying 
experienced by students. Nevertheless, notwithstanding the type of reported bullying behaviour, it is notable that 
students in the current study more frequently report having been victimized once or twice since the beginning of the 
school year, than having been regularly victimized. In the absence of repetition of the bullying behaviour, one could 
then question whether the incidents reported by students as having occurred only once or twice constituted bullying 
or isolated conflict between peers. This could also suggest that, given the quality of the school climate of the schools 
surveyed in the current study, the bullying was promptly addressed and ceased after the intervention. These findings 
are also consistent with existing research, in terms of the fact that bullying experiences often occur regularly for 
only a small number of students, or even in areas that are confronted with grave socioeconomic issues (Debarbieux 
& Blaya, 2008; Gottfredson, 2001; Shaw, 2004).  
 
1.5.2.2. Reacting to Bullying Behaviours 
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Another section of the survey focussed on the existence of bullying in schools and on different ways to react 
once it occurs. An interesting finding was that younger students are slightly less likely to report bullying. This is 
contradicted by some researchers. For example,  Debarbieux et al. (2012) postulate that, as children grow, develop, 
and evolve, their relationships with figures of authority are increasingly perceived negatively, which could account 
for the reluctance to report bullying to a trusted adult in the school setting as students enter their teenaged years. 
Conversely, in the current study, junior, intermediate and senior students more frequently report bullying to family 
members and friends than to teaching staff or the school administration. This likelihood to report could also be 
linked to the quality of the school climate as demonstrated by the survey results of the current study. 
 
1.5.2.3. Areas Where Bullying Occurs 
 
At first glance, the reported areas where bullying occurs are consistent with research findings in this regard. In 
fact, for students in grades 4 to 6, bullying most often occurs in the school yard and on school buses, whereas 
students in grades 7 to 12 report that bullying most often occurs in varied areas. This finding is supported by 
numerous researchers, who suggest that bullying most often occurs where there is little or no adult supervision 
(Coloroso, 2010; Rigby, 2008).  
 
1.6. Discussion and Conclusion 
 
By highlighting the viewpoints of the individuals on the front lines of lived experiences in the school setting, 
namely the students, this study frames bullying in schools for students in grades 4 to 6 and 7 to 12. The 
methodological challenges of utilizing surveys, especially with young participants, must not be underestimated. The 
normative, relative and subjective dimensions of school bullying must be taken into account when interpreting this 
survey data. Given the fact that the participants in this study were currently attending elementary and secondary 
school, the results therefore reveal the state of affairs of bullying as reported by the individuals who interact in 
schools. The subjective experience of students is perceived as resulting from interactions with others, with bullying 
being the outcome of an interactive process. According to Strauss (1990), this process of building meaning of 
bullying as the evolution of representations of the types of bullying and of their breadth, are nurtured by logic of 
actions of the different individuals involved in the situation. As such, the perception of feeling safe, as the 
perception of feeling victimized by others rests on the experience of interaction with others, which is linked to an 
interpretation of the whole of particular problems at school, and therefore linked to a particular context. Bullying 
then becomes meaningful for students through their lived experiences.  
In conclusion, numerous searchers highlight the fact that the quality of the school climate largely influences 
student academic performance, well-being, and personal and social development (Coloroso, 2010; Loukas, Suzuki 
& Horton, 2006; Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2010). Feeling safe and free from bullying at school is 
an integral part of the school climate. The schools surveyed in the current study appear to have made significant 
gains in this regard. Future research which gathers insight into teacher, parent and administrators’ perspectives of 
school bullying, through similar school climate surveys and qualitative interviews, will provide more comprehensive 
insight into bullying behaviors in these schools. 
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